Media Watch
Books From Anthrax to Zika: memoirs of a disease detective Swine fl u, Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus, Ebola virus disease, Zika virus disease: in the past decade alone we have certainly not been bereft of headlinegrabbing viral disease outbreaks. As soon as the media frenzy around the prevailing disease of the day begins to die down, it never takes long for a new contagion to step into the limelight. But as the world's attention and resources shift reactively from one high-profi le outbreak to the next, is there suffi cient emphasis on refl ecting on these events and addressing the structural weaknesses that compromise our ability to prevent or mitigate the impact of future threats? Indeed, are there commonalities in the challenges faced and lessons that can be learned from such seemingly disparate events as an anthrax attack in Washington DC, and an Ebola virus disease outbreak in west Africa?
In The Next Pandemic, Ali S Khan, in collaboration with cowriter William Patrick, sets out to provide a context to the headlines and address our "short-sighted and fi ckle approach" to emerging diseases, through stories of those affl icted by the outbreaks and, in particular, those involved in the response. We are certainly in experienced and well travelled company with Khan. He recounts a wide variety of his experiences from more than 20 years working for the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, from his formative years as an offi cer in the Epidemiological Intelligence Service through to his appointment as the Director of the Offi ce of Public Health and Preparedness until 2014. During this time, Khan had a central role in responding to events ranging from investigations of monkey pox in the jungles of Zaire (now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo), to outbreaks of hantavirus and the 2001 anthrax attacks in the USA, to name just a few.
Despite the diverse range of diseases and contexts covered by such accounts, there are a striking number of common themes running through many of them. The importance of a One Health approach that places equal importance on investigation of human, animal, and environmental reservoirs, and the associated challenges brought by disconnect (and often tensions) between diff erent sectors, is neatly illustrated through accounts of zoonotic diseases such as West Nile virus, hantavirus, monkey pox, and avian infl uenza. Such events also highlight the anthropogenic drivers such as urbanisation and climate change, along with increased international movements of humans, animals, and goods, which contribute to the so-called perfect storm of conditions that enable new diseases to emerge, and existing ones to amplify and spread more widely. Meanwhile, the profound cultural, economic, and political challenges, and crucial need to engage with communities, are always in sharp focus; whether it be in response to Crimean-Congo haemorrhagic fever in the United Arab Emirates, Ebola virus disease in west Africa, or Hurricane Katrina in the USA.
These themes will be familiar to anyone working in global health, but the personal nature of Khan's accounts from the frontlines of disease control is very eff ective at driving home their real-world importance. The book also comes highly recommended for students of related disciplines, providing a good foundation in key concepts and practices of disease investigation and control. Moreover, these insightful "scientifi c adventure stories", often both disturbing and humourous, should also appeal to a broader audience, as Khan perseveres in his role as a disease detective in the midst of civil wars, bouts of sea sickness, note-eating goats, and fastidious immigration offi cers. Some parts of the book might nonetheless benefi t from a little further editing, particularly in the middle chapters where the engaging verve that characterises much of the narrative occasionally slips into a style resembling that of a formal outbreak investigation report. But there is usually a thought-provoking observation or witty anecdote not too far away to maintain the reader's interest.
Contrary to what some might infer from the book's title, the authors spend little time speculating on what might cause "the next Big One" (although infl uenza and antimicrobial resistance are given due acknowledgement as known threats that "should keep us awake at night"), where it might emerge from, or when. And understandably so; if there's one thing we've learnt from previous experiences, it's that we should always try to prepare for the unexpected when it comes to emerging disease threats. Instead, the book presents a compelling case that our biggest challenges in dealing with such threats are political, rather than scientifi c, and underscores the importance of international, intersectoral, and community wide engagement. Although there is undoubtedly a need for better systems, tools, and data "to identify causes, design eff ective interventions, and monitor progress", Khan concludes with particular timeliness that we also need to help people to learn to demand more sophisticated, evidencebased reporting and analysis. With the ascendancy of inward-looking, post-truth politics in many parts of the world, one has to wonder what new challenges the coming years will bring in the fi ght against emerging infectious diseases.
